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The Sound of Hope

Haruno Sugimura

When I was fifteen, my parents took me to Auschwitz, the Jewish concentration camp in
Poland. At that time, I didn’t know much about the history of the Holocaust, and I wasn’t too
excited about going, but it turned out to be an amazing experience. Auschwitz isn’t just another
place. Auschwitz makes you think.

In Auschwitz, there were thousands of pictures on the wall of emaciated Jewish people.
There were separate rooms for things like bags, hair and gold teeth that had been taken from the
victims. There was also the “Death Wall”, where people were shot. I was speechless. I felt that this
was the height of human cruelty.

Still, the most shocking place was the “gas room”, where countless people were gassed to
death. It was dark inside and when I imagined the people who died there, it was hard to breathe.
Then I noticed in the back of the room a group of visitors. From the hats they were wearing, I could
tell they were Jewish. They were crying, but then they stopped and all of a sudden they started to
sing. It might have been a traditional Jewish song, I’m not sure, but the sound was just beautiful. I
felt that that harmony represented something beautiful, something so innocent and good in the
human heart.

I believe that people are actually born with this kind of innocent heart. I started to wonder:
How is it possible for people to change and become cruel enough to do the things I was seeing in
the concentration camp? I became interested in the Holocaust and what it says about human beings.

I decided to learn more about it and began reading books, watching movies, and talking to
people who knew about it. I’ve come to think that it’s not just a matter of “propaganda”, or some
kind of problem with religion, as many people would like to think. And it doesn’t matter if you are a
Nazi or a Jew or anybody else. It seems to me that there is some quality buried deep in the
psychology of the human mind that makes us want to believe in something, in order to belong to
something. Based on that belief, we take action.

I have a friend who is an Israeli and I once listened to him give a speech. He said that after
he graduated, he would join the army to protect and fight for his country. He believes in something,
and he belongs. People in his country have a strong common faith and love of country. They can
come together no matter what happens, and take action together. I’'m very impressed by the power
that believing in something can have. It is clear that this power of faith is amazingly strong and
pushes people in one direction or another. People don’t do big things for nothing. They believe in
what they are doing. History then judges whether that action was good or bad. And then hopefully
we learn from that history.



So, what about here in Japan? Our country continues to face economic difficulties and
political apathy. We need to do something. But although we have the same history, the same culture,
the same nationality, these days we don’t seem to have much faith in anything, and without some
kind of belief in something, there’s no action and no direction. So the question becomes, eventually
what direction are we going to move in? And in order to move in that direction, what are we going
to put our faith in?

In my case, for the rest of my life, whenever I think back on my visit to Auschwitz, I will
always remember the signs of cruelty that are there. But, the one thing that I will always remember
most is the singing of the people in that dark room. It was the sound of hope.

The holocaust was an unbelievably cruel event. As difficult as it must have been for them, I
felt that these people who were singing had accepted the past as a fact and moved on. That act of
singing represented something bright, something hopeful, and something good: something good in
the human heart that can lead to a world where this kind of thing should never happen again. In a
world where faith can make such a big difference, this bright and hopeful sound, this basic

goodness in the human heart is what I would like to believe in.
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